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: Population "Invasions" of the Tennessee Valley
POPULATION “INVASIONS” OF THE
TENNESSEE VALLEY
The beauty and natural abundance of the valley surrounding the Big Bend of the
Tennessee River have long been a magnet for different kinds of people. Even
before the United States existed, Cherokee and Chickasaw Indians competed for
the hunting grounds along the river and its tributaries. After the American
Revolution, the new nation wanted these rich lands, and it slowly expelled the
natives. Waves of American settlers took their place, coming mainly from
neighboring Tennessee and Kentucky to the north or the older states of the
seaboard south.
These first American settlers were mostly farming people, and they brought with
them a culture that soon took root and flourished in Madison County. Some of
them established large cotton plantations, making the valley home to AfricanAmerican slave laborers who added more diversity to the population. Well before
the Civil War, Huntsville had become a thriving commercial town, with the river
connecting it to goods and information from around the world.
In the latter part of the 19th century, after slavery ended, cotton began connecting
the valley to the national economy in another way. Industrialists from the northern
states saw opportunities to establish textile manufacturing here, bringing people
from the farms into towns to work in the new factories. The old fanning culture
changed, though slowly.
The next wave of growth began during World War I and afterwards gradually
expanded as the federal government began to take advantage of the Tennessee
Valley’s waterways— first building Wilson Dam, then establishing the Tennessee
Valley Authority, and later developing Huntsville and Redstone Arsenals. The
government spurred new migration into the area. Movement from the countryside
to the towns continued, and the lives of rural people changed with the advent of
electricity, automobiles, and radio.
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The last and greatest population growth in the region occurred after World War II,
when the federal government chose Huntsville as a center for the nation’s space
program. In 1950, under the leadership of General John B. Medaris, the U.S.
Army transplanted more than 100 German scientists and engineers and their
families from El Paso, Texas, where they had been continuing their work on
rocket development after being brought to the United States from Peenemuende,
Germany. The Germans were the first settlers in what might be called the
international phase of Madison County’s population growth, as people from
around the nation and ultimately the world helped the nation race to the moon and
beyond. That wave of growth has continued with further economic diversification.
The contributions of the Germans to this latest phase have become legend. Here
we present essays from three of them, representing different generations. Through
these essays, we can see the process of social and cultural change slowly
reshaping the lives of people in Huntsville and Madison County.
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